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The Global Cassava Partnership for the 21st Century was created in 2002, when a number of 
the world’s leading cassava researchers gathered at Bellagio, Italy, to create a partnership of 
institutions dedicated to leveraging the tools of modern biotechnology and plant breeding to 
make cassava a more productive and robust crop.  

Since the creation of the Global Cassava Partnership for the 21st Century a number of priorities 
for cassava R&D have been listed and implemented, most notably: 

• The cassava genome has been sequenced, opening up new opportunities to identify useful 
genes and create high density sets of SNPs markers. 

• Molecular markers associated with resistance to cassava mosaic disease have been identified 
and put into use, and new markers are under development for enhanced nutritional value, starch 
quality, and resistance to cassava brown streak disease. 

• Capacity for genetic engineering of cassava has increased significantly in quantity and quality, 
with African and Asian cultivars being transformed with genes imparting disease resistance, 
modified starch qualities, and nutritional enhancement.  Transgenic plants are in field trials in 
South America, North America, Asia and Africa. 

• Progress has been made in the development of doubled haploids, although more work is required 
to further explore its potential.  

• Conventional breeding has continued it successful releases deployed to the immediate benefit of 
farmers. New breeding effort has also led to the development of non transgenic waxy cassava. 

• Human capacity for cassava breeding has grown stronger worldwide. 
• In an expanding number of countries, the starch and ethanol industry has emerged as an 

important buyer of cassava and an engine for increased production. 
• New donors have entered the arena and made significant investments in cassava improvement 

for the benefit of the poor, notably the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Howard Buffett 
Foundation and the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA). 

There are however new threats to cassava production, now and in the future.  Cassava brown 
streak disease – a viral disease that severely damages cassava roots – has spread recently 
throughout East Africa, drastically reducing production.  Concerns are increasing that this 
disease may reach West Africa and threaten industrial and subsistence cassava production in 
this region.  New insect pests have emerged in Asia, and old threats such as mosaic disease 
and bacterial blight remain priority.  These biotic constraints continue to keep cassava yields at 
only a fraction of their potential. 

Ongoing and projected changes of the climate will certainly impact cassava production.  New 
research results suggest that increases in CO2 levels could lead to yield increases, while 
increased rainfall in some areas will lead to changing in cassava culture and raise in 
temperature will increase pest and diseases.  More frequent droughts in most of Africa will affect 
cassava negatively but due to the crops inherent tolerance to drought probably to a lesser 
degree than maize.  Consequently, the cassava landscape is expected to continue to expand 
over the next forty years but the distribution of the cassava cultivation will certainly change. 

All the scientific and technical progress made in the last decade, as well as the new challenges 
to the crop, will dramatically impact the crop improvement and the agriculture of cassava in the 
decades to come. 


